
If I could choose any artwork in the world
to have in my house, I’d have something
by Bruegel, and it would probably be the
Procession to Calvary, which is in the Kunst-
historisches Museum, Vienna. Bruegel has
always been a big favourite of mine.

Art history for me is a very elaborate
game of Chinese whispers. Everybody has
been influenced and done things slightly
differently. Bruegel brought his sensibility
to the material and visual traditions of his
time. I imagine that he was an incredibly
warm, clubbable kind of guy, who loved
a drink, had great friends and was a civic
kind of fellow. I think that’s reflected in
his work, and the deep humanity of it. The
marvellous wonder of everyday nature,
the passing of the seasons, and the details
of the trees and the birds are all in his
work. He’d been to the Alps and was one
of the first artists to paint mountains realis-
tically – but it’s still all slightly fantastical.
He’s my favourite for that.

There’s a big divide in art history
between the southern and the northern
Renaissance. I’m not into the stylish fluffi-
ness I characterise as the Italian Renais-
sance, and I don’t particularly like Goya or

Velázquez either. I prefer the crystalline precision of northern
painting, like Rogier van der Weyden’s works.

I am also a detail freak – and Bruegel’s work is packed with detail.
It’s bound up with folk traditions and references to things that people
of the time would recognise. The Procession to Calvary was made in a
time of universal religious belief, but there’s also something very
humanistic in his celebration of the crowd. The religion is very much
the framework to hang comments on society and folk tradition and
belief systems. I’m very interested in the phenomenon of religion, and
I go between various positions on it – but it does a job that nothing
else can, to a certain extent.
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In The Procession to Calvary, the procession comes from the left and
sweeps around, and the place of crucifixion is in the distance
surrounded by a circle of onlookers; that’s also something I’ve
referenced in my work. For example, The Revenge of the Alison Girls
referenced Bruegel but also one of my other great favourites, the
American ‘Outsider’ artist Henry Darger, together with the Vivian
Girls, the heroes of his fantasy world. His work is one oeuvre, almost a
self-created religion. Having had that when I was a child, I can tap into
it. That sort of diorama is very appealing to me.

Bruegel is also not overly cool. I think we live in a cultural world
where the middle ground isn’t celebrated. The Alan Titchmarsh
audience, the Radio ", National Trust, blockbuster-exhibitions type
of audience who are cultured, but not trendy – they’re the bedrock
of our culture, they keep the local theatre going. However, you can’t
say that without it sounding like an insult – because middlebrow is
an insult in our society, when the media, in particular, is addicted to
the drama of extremes.

Art is a bit too much like advertising these days. I like Bruegel
because he’s not the flashy marker-point of art history. He was a
craftsman and interested in making something of quality with
emotional depth that was appropriate to his time. Art history needs to
shake off that narrative of a series of amazing ‘Eureka!’ moments.
It loves that idea and it finds it difficult to place artists who don’t fit in
with the pattern.

People ask these days, ‘Who is Britain’s greatest living artist?’
Someone like Lucian Freud might come up, and yet he’s not particu-
larly cutting edge. I think we over-privilege that idea because it makes
a good headline. I’m all for art that’s a bit more ineffable, a bit harder
to shout about, because people then have to think, ‘Why is it good?
Those colours work well together, or the composition is perfect, it’s so
beautifully balanced.’ That’s why I think often the media shies away
from it, because it has to show its ignorance, or at least its lack of
sensitivity. If they can say, ‘This is the biggest’, that’s easy, everyone
can understand that. I think there’s a place for the more difficult-to-
put-across things.
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Grayson Perry
Grayson Perry finds a quiet but powerful appeal in the craftsmanship,
warmth and human detail of Bruegel’s Procession to Calvary

Above: Pieter Bruegel, Procession to Calvary, !"#$, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.

The British artist Grayson Perry is best known for
his ceramic coil pots; he also makes hand-stitched

quilts and designs dresses. In #$$%, he won the Turner
Prize for his pots, which use drawing and photo-transfer

techniques to create mini-commentaries on subjects such as
child abuse and gender identity. Following the critical success
of his first curatorial project, The Charms of Lincolnshire, in May
this year the Southbank Centre launched the touring exhibition
Unpopular Culture, which combines new artwork by Perry with
British painting, photography and sculpture selected by him from
the Arts Council Collection.
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